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The need for graduate teachers to own their professional responsibilities to engage
successfully with students with special educational needs (SENs) in mainstream
classrooms has been recognised in educational policies and programmes in many
countries for well over two decades. Despite wide-ranging research, questions
remain as to how pre-service education courses can help beginning teachers to
develop the required commitment, knowledge and pedagogies to feel confident
in teaching students with disabilities. Challenges to find new ways to enhance
pre-service teachers’ familiarity with special needs children, overcome resistance
from some towards including SEN students in mainstream classrooms and
develop a sense of efficacy in teaching are common to many programmes. In
this paper, we report on a pilot study where adults with intellectual disabilities,
as members of a community theatre, were positioned as the experts and explored
their schooling experiences and personal biographies with soon-to-be graduate
teachers in a 3 h workshop. Taking the lead and working collaboratively with
the workshop participants, members of Fusion Theatre used drama activities to
develop understandings of strategies that helped them to learn. By challenging
the traditional power relationships between those labelled as ‘disabled’ and those
who would be teachers, the workshop helped the participants to engage on many
levels. Here, we report on the data, analyse the findings and discuss implications
for other pre-service programmes.
Keywords: inclusive education; special educational needs; higher education;
curriculum and instruction
Introduction
Fusion Theatre was fantastic! It gave practical advice and tips for teaching for diversity.
I think one of the best aspects was actually hearing from the people with disabilities
instead of reading about it and having someone else lecture about it. I think it also
gave an opportunity for those who may have not have had experience dealing with
people who have some disabilities to build their confidence. The group also modelled
what they said the class was – FUN! ENGAGING! and still challenging at the same
time. (Student-written reflection)
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The above comment from a fourth-year pre-service teacher is indicative of
responses from many of the student teachers who participated in a 3 h workshop run
by Fusion Theatre, a group involving adults with intellectual disabilities under the
direction of Jo Raphael, one of the authors of this paper. Many of the pre-service tea-
chers felt both emotionally engaged and professionally challenged by the workshop that
was embedded as part of a final-year core unit ‘Teaching for Diversity’ in an under-
graduate double-degree, secondary teaching course. The need to enable pre-service tea-
chers to develop knowledge, skills and a sense of efficacy to teach students with special
needs has been recognised in policy and research literature for many years. However,
identifying practices that actually achieve these goals remains difficult.
As the research literature indicates, there are a number of reasons for this. Lancaster
and Bain (2007) citing a study, undertaken by Richards and Clough (2004), found that
‘few if any pre-service teachers had any prior experience of people with disabilities . . .
teacher education programmes need to enable greater exposure to individuals with dis-
ability in order to challenge pre-service teachers’ views on learners with disability’
(246) Yet, what kind of ‘exposure’ does in fact impact on attitudes? What practices
will generate commitment to inclusive teaching?
Research on what works to enhance pre-service teachers’ competencies in working
with students with special educational needs (SENs) has produced mixed results. While
information-based courses that aim to engage pre-service teachers in developing under-
standing of disability issues by reading and responding to relevant literature on
inclusion are common, such modes of delivery do not necessarily disrupt pre-service
teachers’ pre-conceived ideas or enable them to teach inclusively. A study by Camp-
bell, Gilmore, and Cuskelly (2003) investigated what happened when information-
based instruction was combined with field experiences that required pre-service
teachers to complete a questionnaire based on the Interaction with Disabled Persons
(IDP) scale and then to conduct their own survey of two members of the broader com-
munity based on the IDP scale and analyse their data in relation to the literature. While
cautious in the interpretation of the results, this study concluded that combining such
fieldwork experiences with course work could enhance learning in the area and is par-
ticularly useful for large cohorts where direct contact with students with disabilities is
difficult to arrange. Moni (2006) facing similar constraints of limited time and large
student numbers investigated what happened when pre-service teachers in a general
programme and those in a special education programme collaborated for an assessment
task that involved planning a curriculum unit. Another study involved collaboration
between general and special education pre-service teachers in both planning and
team teaching within an inclusive classroom with positive outcomes reported (Van
Laarrhoven et al. 2007). Other studies have investigated engaging students with a
guest speaker or relevant autobiographies, film and reflective writing to encourage
thinking about disability and inclusive education (Mullen 2001; Baglieri 2008).
While direct contact and positive personal engagement with people with disabilities
are suggested by many researchers as being crucial to developing awareness and posi-
tive attitudes, it is widely recognised that putting this into practice within the time and
resource constraints of university courses is a challenge. There are a range of models
reflected in the research where pre-service teachers are provided with opportunities
to engage with people with disabilities. In some studies, pre-service teachers are
given the chance to try out their understandings and skills around inclusion by ‘buddy-
ing’ or mentoring students with disabilities or by undertaking observations or teaching
practice in inclusive settings, special developmental schools or adult education
2 J. Raphael and A.C. Allard
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programmes for people with disabilities (Ford, Pugach, and Otis-Wilborn 2001; Jobling
and Moni 2004).
Lancaster and Bain (2007) investigated the extent to which three different
approaches used to teach pre-service teachers about working with SEN students
brought about a change in attitudes and a heightened sense of self-efficacy. They
found that working one to one in a mentoring relationship with a student who had a
learning disability did not increase pre-service teachers’ sense of confidence; rather,
those pre-service teachers who completed a full 13-week university-based programme
with no applied experience, as well as those pre-service teachers who completed a com-
bined programme of core lectures, tutorial experiences and support while working in
inclusive classrooms, either with individual or small groups of students with learning
disabilities, reported the greatest change in the levels of self-efficacy.
Thus, questions arise as to what kinds of engagement enable pre-service teachers to
develop greater awareness of the needs as well as requisite skills to teach SEN students.
Or as Lancaster and Bain noted,
What is less clear from the findings is the specific influence of the applied learning experi-
ence on self-efficacy. As with studies of attitude, it cannot be assumed that a direct experi-
ence with persons who have special educational needs is going to be efficacy building.
(2007, 253)
Merely meeting or being ‘exposed to’ students with SENs is not sufficient to bring
about affective as well as cognitive understandings. In some instances, mere ‘exposure’
can reinforce existing prejudices as the challenges to working productively with
SEN students in mainstream classrooms can be overwhelming for those pre-service tea-
chers who have had little engagement on a personal or professional level. However, on
the basis of their study of 603 pre-service teachers in four countries, Forlin et al. (2009)
suggested that even ‘one unit of work which is specifically focused on catering for
diversity can make a significant difference in beginning to prepare teachers for
inclusive classrooms’ (205). They emphasised that the pedagogical approach taken
will make the difference. Simply including content on special needs students is not
sufficient.
However, Baglieri (2008) argued that pedagogical approaches that draw on what is
referred to as ‘the medical model’ work to ‘position students labeled with disabilities as
abnormal, unfortunate patients in need of expert remediation’ (587). In turn, teachers
utilising this model are positioned as the authorities who need to have all the
answers for dealing with a wide range of children with SENs. This can produce a
sense of being overwhelmed and under-resourced by teachers who are often underpre-
pared or who feel unable to cope with the increasingly wide range of abilities in their
classrooms. Via such a ‘medical model’, SEN students are deemed to be always in need
and always lacking.
Baglieri (2008) argued that a more productive approach within pre-service pro-
grammes builds on understanding how disability is socially constructed. She reviewed
a number of projects that aim to ‘provide counter perspectives to a medical model’ and
suggested that such approaches ‘more often result in teachers’ increased feelings of
responsibility to support students labeled with disability and inclusive education’
(587). Kell (2004, 289) in elaborating on the social model of disability noted that
proponents of the Social Model reject both medical and individual models of disability,
arguing that the problem of disability is ‘society’s failure to provide appropriate services
International Journal of Inclusive Education 3
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and adequately ensure that the needs of disabled people are fully taken into account in its
social organisation’. (Oliver 1990, 3)
By viewing disability as a systemic and attitudinal problem, not as a medical one,
teachers are no longer positioned as solely responsible for having all the answers.
Rather, the focus shifts away from the disability per se to finding pedagogical and cur-
riculum resources and alternative systemic responses that will enable all children,
including those with disabilities, to learn.
In an advancement on the social model of disability, Swain and French (2000) pro-
posed the affirmativemodel that ‘is essentially a non-tragic view of disability and impair-
ment which encompasses positive social identities, both individual and collective, for
disabled people grounded in the benefits of life style and life experience of being
impaired or disabled’ (569). Swain and French suggested that while the social model
redefines ‘the problem’ of disability as a consequence of a disabling society, both the
social and medical models suggest a tragic view of disability. A non-tragic view shifts
the focus towards ‘disability as a positive, personal and collective identity, and disabled
people leading fulfilled and satisfied lives’ (571). These authors illustrated how this posi-
tive identity can be expressed through disability arts. Alsoworking in the field of the arts,
specifically with dancers with intellectual disabilities, Hickey-Moody (2008) cautions
that thinking disability as socially constructed can take the focus away from disability
as being embodied by the individual. She alerts us to the concern that individual experi-
ences of disability can be overlooked. Allen (2005) also argued about the importance of
disability arts as a powerful form of ideological critique that celebrates difference and
provides opportunities for reimagining disability. The significance of artistic practice
for celebrating difference is a common theme in studies of theatre companies for and
with people with disabilities (Ineland 2005; Ekhard and Myers 2009). Furthermore,
Ineland and Sauer (2007) claimed that the practice of theatre is emancipatory when it
provides for people with disabilities ‘an instrument with which they deal with their
experiences of ambivalence in relation to the surrounding environment’ (56) and also
provides an instrument through which to express their individuality to a wider audience.
Hickey-Moody (2007) took this further by suggesting that when people with disabilities
are engaged in performing arts, they generate new affects that provide a way of fighting
back against stereotypes because ‘theatre is an affective realm that . . . changes the ways
that bodies with intellectual disability are thought’ (81).
Over a decade ago, Giangreco (1997), a leader in the field of disability education
and inclusion, identified 10 criteria as necessary for successful inclusion of students
in mainstream classrooms. In reviewing these features, van Kraayenoord (2007, 145)
noted that a central requirement in these guidelines was that of ‘ownership of the stu-
dent’s education by regular educators . . . Such ownership meant that teachers were not
positioned as SEN experts, but did recognise their responsibility in “getting to know the
student as a person”’ (197). Seeing the person rather than the disability is more than a
clever slogan and sometimes easier said than done. Finding ways to help pre-service
teachers to move beyond the deficit model when considering inclusive teaching con-
tinues to present a challenge for those of us working in the field.
This was one reason that in 2008, with the introduction of a new fourth-year unit,
‘Teaching for Diversity’, we decided to explore a different approach, one that drew on
Jo Raphael’s work with Fusion Theatre, a theatre company involving adults with dis-
abilities. Jo suggested that five of the members of the theatre company could present to
the pre-service teachers a first-hand account of their own experiences as learners with
4 J. Raphael and A.C. Allard
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SENs. In this way, some issues around inclusive education could be raised from the
viewpoints of those who have both positive and negative educational experiences.
Fusion Theatre was invited to present a practical drama workshop, a form that was fam-
iliar to the theatre company members. Using drama as pedagogy, pre-service teachers
and people with disabilities would work together creatively, inclusively and collabora-
tively to explore issues of disability and inclusive education. The broad aims of the
workshop were to provide pre-service teachers with the opportunity to make contact
with and engage in conversations with people with disabilities; position the pre-
service teachers as learners in relation to the people with disabilities who are the
experts, able to talk about their own personal experience of disability and education;
and encourage pre-service teachers to think critically about issues of diversity and
SENs based on this form of experiential learning. At the same time, the authors
applied for and gained a small research grant to investigate the effectiveness of this
approach, that is, whether such a one-off intervention did impact on both the sense
of efficacy and skill levels of pre-service teachers when considering work with SEN
students in mainstream classrooms.
Locating the Fusion Theatre members as the experts, the authorities in their own
lives and agents in how they choose to present themselves, rather than following the
more typical medical model of positioning them as the disempowered ‘other’, was
central to the intervention. Conversely, it was essential that pre-service teachers were
positioned as able to listen and learn from these experts. Clandinin and Raymond
(2006) argued for the use of narrative inquiry as a means to understand how ‘personal
experiences are shaped both by the individual and by the social, cultural, and insti-
tutional narratives in which each person lives and has lived’ (102). Listening
becomes central to such an approach, not only to what is said by those often not
allowed to speak for themselves such as those with intellectual disabilities, but also
to what is not said and what is absent or missing from such narratives. Thus, a key cri-
terion for the specific intervention was how the members of Fusion Theatre were posi-
tioned in their interactions and relations with the pre-service teachers.
While the unit ‘Teaching for Diversity’ has as its overall aim the development of the
knowledge and skills of final-year education students in all dimensions of inclusive edu-
cation, the Fusion Theatre workshop enabled the research team to examine whether a
particular pedagogical strategy contributes to pre-service teachers’ sense of competency
in teaching SEN students. The research project conducted with regard to the workshop
allowed us to investigate shifts and changes in attitudes among these pre-service teachers
towards people with intellectual disabilities. In order to do so, we used three sources of
data: (1) a pre-intervention anonymous questionnaire that 57 pre-service teachers who
were enrolled in the new unit took at the beginning of the semester; (2) an end-of-unit
anonymous questionnaire that 54 participants completed; in the second questionnaire,
they were asked to respond to similar questions, identifying any changes that had
occurred in terms of their knowledge or valueswith regard to SENstudents; and (3) anon-
ymous individual reflectionswritten immediately after theworkshop.We used these data
sources to analyse and critique the extent towhich this type of approachworks to enhance
pre-service teachers’ understandings, knowledge and/or sense of efficacy.
Methodology
As noted above, 57 pre-service teachers in their final semester of the course were asked
to participate in the study, initially by completing an anonymous questionnaire. In order
International Journal of Inclusive Education 5
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to be able to compare the responses of the first questionnaire with those of another
questionnaire at the end of the unit and to ensure anonymity for the participants, the
pre-service teachers chose a unique identifier (name or number) that they recorded
for themselves so that they could reuse it when taking the second questionnaire.
The use of an anonymous identifier in both questionnaires aimed to ensure that partici-
pants felt free to be both critical and honest in their responses, that there would be no
danger of their responses influencing the marks earned in the unit and that the pre-
intervention and end-of-unit questionnaires could still be compared to examine any
changes or shifts on an individual basis.
The first questionnaire was designed to gather understanding about the pre-service
teachers’ prior experience of inclusive classroom practices, assess their understanding
of diversity issues in education (not only of students with SENs, but also with regard to
cultural, social class, and gender diversity as well) and the concerns they have about
teaching for diversity in their classrooms as final-year pre-service teachers. For this
paper, we considered responses from the first questionnaire in terms of participants’
declared understandings and experiences of working in six specific areas of SENs:
physical disabilities, severe language disorders, severe behaviour disorders, hearing
impairments, intellectual disabilities, visual impairments and Autism Spectrum Dis-
order. In the first questionnaire, 46 students stated that they had some experience of
working in classrooms with SEN students. They were then asked to ‘tick the boxes
that come closest to describing your own sense of efficacy, i.e., skills and confidence
in working with students who are. . .’ with six categories listed. They could tick
more than one box under any category so that while some declared themselves ‘confi-
dent’, they also stipulated that they would ‘like to learn more’.
Table 1 provides a summary of their responses.
Table 1. Summary of participants’ responses.
Know
something
about this
Know enough to
feel confident in
teaching
students with
Need to/
would like
to learn
more about
this
Not really
interested in more
information about
this
Participants’ responses to
question on their
‘sense of efficacy,
skills and confidence
in working with
students who are
identified as having. . .
Physical disabilities 8 16 36 1
Severe language
disorders
8 5 50 1
Severe behaviour
disorders
8 4 50 1
Hearing impairments 8 10 42 3
Intellectual disabilities 5 10 42 1
Visual impairments 5 9 42 1
Autism Spectrum
disorder
4 8 46 2
6 J. Raphael and A.C. Allard
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The initial questionnaire served three purposes: (a) to understand how the individual
participants assessed their prior knowledge and experiences of SEN students in class-
rooms; (b) to identify the extent to which they felt a sense of efficacy in working with
SEN students and (c) to use the above information to inform the work undertaken by Jo
Raphael and members of the Fusion Theatre company in planning for the workshop.
The Fusion Theatre team, comprising five members of the company with intellec-
tual disabilities and two directors, drawing on a summary of participants’ responses
from the first questionnaire, met to plan the workshop around the proposed aims.
Throughout the process, all members of the team contributed ideas about what was
important for the student teachers to be aware of in relation to teaching SEN students.
The workshop was held in the sixth week of the trimester, after the pre-service tea-
chers had returned from teaching rounds in schools and had read and discussed a range
of articles on inclusive educational policies and practices. The timing of the workshop
meant that many of the participants had recent experience of classrooms with SEN stu-
dents in them and they had some grounding in the policy requirements and research
regarding inclusive teaching practices.
On their return to tutorials immediately following the workshop, the pre-service tea-
chers were asked to spend 10 min writing an individual short reflective piece on their
feelings and thoughts regarding the experience of the workshop. Completed anon-
ymously, these were collected at the end of the tutorial session. These reflections
were read initially to identify key threads that were repeated in the reflections overall.
At the conclusion of the unit, as part of the overall evaluation of the unit, the pre-
service teachers were again asked to complete an anonymous questionnaire and again
to use their unique identifier so that a comparison between their self-assessments at
the start and end of the unit could be made. This questionnaire asked them to assess
any shifts in their understandings of how to teach for diverse cohorts of students, includ-
ing SEN students, andwhether their own sense of efficacy regarding skills in teaching for
diversity had increased. Theywere again providedwith the categories of SENs and asked
to indicatewhich they felt they had learned ‘more about’ and to name ‘What helpedme to
learn more about these?’ Additionally they were asked to comment specifically on the
experience of the workshop in light of other learning experiences offered in the unit.
Preliminary analysis of the data, specifically comparison of data from the pre- and
post-questionnaire, and the written reflections was undertaken by a research assistant
who read the data repeatedly to identify key themes. In particular, the initial reading
was guided by two research questions:
. What do our final-year pre-service teachers understand about teaching for diver-
sity in mainstream classrooms?
. Does a specific kind of intervention, that is, participation in a hands-on drama
workshop organised by adults with intellectual disabilities, increase pre-service
teachers’ understandings and enhance a sense of competency with regard to
working with SEN students?
The workshop structure
The workshop was designed to be practical with participants actively involved in
drama-based activities. During the workshop, each member of Fusion Theatre had an
opportunity to take the leadership role in the workshop. The members also contributed
to discussion and participated in all activities mixing with the pre-service teachers. The
International Journal of Inclusive Education 7
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personal stories told by Fusion Theatre members of their own educational experiences
were a central part of the workshop. Pre-service teachers listened to these and were
encouraged to ask questions.
The Fusion Theatre members led the pre-service teachers through a series of warm-
up activities and introduced group problem-solving activities of a physical nature such
as freeze-frame and group sculptures that involved all participants working collabora-
tively. These activities were designed to encourage thinking about notions of inclusion
and exclusion. Extending the theme, participants worked in groups to create and present
short improvised scenes based on identifying obstacles to inclusion followed by whole-
class reflection and analysis. Forum Theatre strategies (Boal 1995) were used to explore
alternative approaches that teachers can take to ensure that their teaching is more inclus-
ive. Using a case study in one of the unit readings as a basis, drama strategies were used
to encourage participants to consider the range of responses the teacher in the case study
may have about inclusive education. Finally, the pre-service teachers were invited to
draw on their understandings from readings and the workshop experiences to
imagine the advice they could offer to the teacher in the case study. In effect, this
activity served as a summary of what they themselves could do as soon-to-be teachers.
Findings
The individual anonymous reflections that pre-service teachers completed following
their participation in the workshop were initially read to identify the kinds of things
they chose to comment on. After a close reading of the reflections, the comments
that were repeated were grouped into eight ‘threads’ and the number of times these
were found in separate reflections was noted.
In the order of frequency, the threads are as follows:
. descriptive or emotional responses to the workshop, for example, ‘It opened my
eyes’ (31);
. sense of growing efficacy as a result of the workshop, for example, ‘Really feel
that I now have a better insight into the challenges faced by these individuals’
(19);
. naming of specific strategies gained from the workshop, for example, ‘provide
work that is accessible but challenging’ (14);
. value of the interactive workshop compared with that of other teaching strategies,
for example, ‘Better to hear this first hand, not second hand’ (9);
. personal enjoyment of the workshop, for example, ‘A brilliant experience’ (9);
. general comments about the usefulness of the workshop activities for transfer to
classrooms, for example, ‘The activities were good to use inmy own classroom’ (7);
. general recommendations, for example, ‘This workshop would be beneficial for
practicing teachers’ (6);
. level of (dis)comfort, for example, ‘At first I thought I don’t want to be involved
in this, but later I became more relaxed’ (5).
While not all of the student teachers’ written reflections contained most of these
threads, at least one of these occurred in every response. These eight threads were
revisited when considering the general comments concerning the Fusion Theatre
experience that participants provided in the final questionnaire completed at the end
of the unit.
8 J. Raphael and A.C. Allard
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In the end-of-unit questionnaire, the pre-service teachers were again asked to reflect
on the following: (a) ‘which of the SEN categories you learned more about in this unit.
Please indicate what, if anything, helped you to learn’ and (b) ‘Recalling the Fusion
Theatre Workshop (please indicate if you did not attend), what new understandings
did you gain from this experience? Do you think that your experience in this workshop
will influence your inclusive teaching practice in future? If so, in what way?’
There were 54 respondents to the end-of-unit questionnaire. Of these, 13 did not
attend the Fusion Theatre workshop.
In response to the first question, and of relevance to this paper, 39 of the pre-service
teachers claimed to have learned more about ‘intellectual disabilities’ as a category of
SENs with 15 of these naming Fusion Theatre workshop as helping them to learn.
The responses given with respect to (b) were categorised into recurring themes.
Participants’ comments fell into four main groups:
. how the workshop raised their level of consciousness of their responsibilities to
SEN students in the classroom;
. how the workshop gave them new insights into the learning needs of SEN stu-
dents and how they like to be challenged;
. how the workshop made them more determined to be inclusive and to tailor their
practices to cater to the needs of SEN students;
. the benefits of having practical activities demonstrated in the workshop which
they felt able to use.
A number of responses also indicated that while there was much more they needed
to learn, they felt that they now knew more about consulting with SEN students with
regard to their learning needs.
We compared and re-read the eight ‘threads’ that we found in the reflective writing
pieces, with an analysis of the key themes that emerged in responses to the above ques-
tions in the final questionnaire. From these readings, the findings were synthesised into
four distinct but related ways that this intervention appeared to build efficacy, increase
knowledge of inclusive practices and transform values. The four are elaborated below.
The intervention privileged the voices and stories of people with disabilities
Having the workshop led by people with disabilities, with their personal stories infused
throughout, was commented on frequently in both the individual reflections and the
final questionnaire. The personal narratives came through in the introductions
offered by the five Fusion Theatre members at the beginning of the session, during dis-
cussions as part of group problem-solving activities and at a designated time within the
workshop when the Fusion Theatre members were asked to share stories about their
experiences in education and what had helped them to learn. Fusion Theatre
members in turn asked questions, challenging the student teachers to think about
their ideas for inclusive teaching. The opportunity to hear the experiences and voices
of people with intellectual disabilities was viewed as a particularly powerful dimension
of the workshop.
Indicative of this response is the following comment:
Fusion theatre gave me a truly authentic learning experience by allowing me the oppor-
tunity to hear about diversity from people experiencing difficulty within, not only
International Journal of Inclusive Education 9
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schooling but also society as a whole. This is so much better than doing a reading on dis-
ability because being able to relate to each other as human beings, rather than ‘labels’
gives a much truer perspective on how similar we all are with regards to our basic
desire and need to be shown dignity and respect as individuals.
The above comment suggests a belief that an important response to disability is to
emphasise dimensions of shared humanity and respect for the person. This is, of course,
a critically important stance for future teachers.
However, respect for the individual, while a necessary starting point, is not suffi-
cient to bring about inclusive teaching and learning practices. The danger of holding
a view of ‘how similar we all are’ is that such a view tends to deny or erase difference.
As Boler and Zembylas suggested, ‘Those who subscribe to “we are all the same”
embrace – however unconsciously – a commitment to assimilation. This approach
reflects the dominant culture’s privileged capacity to decide when and why differences
are important’ (2003, 113). Similarly, Swain and French’s call for a view that ‘encom-
passes positive social identities . . . for disabled people grounded in the benefits of life
style and life experience of being impaired or disabled’ (569) is not part of the above
student’s perspective. Respect for the person based on shared humanity establishes an
environment for growth, but this alone is not enough. Respect for differences, including
those life experiences of being disabled, is also necessary.
The intervention positioned people with disabilities as workshop experts and
leaders
The positioning of people with disabilities as ‘experts’ was central to the workshop
design and that the pre-service teachers referenced this often in their comments suggests
that one aim of the workshop was achieved. In common with other research findings
(Mullen 2001; Van Laarrhoven et al. 2007), a number of participants also commented
that the encounter with people with disabilities was a new and enlightening experience,
particularly for those who had limited contact with people with disabilities in the past.
‘Exposure’ is referenced in the following personal reflection:
Having not had much exposure or experience with students with disabilities, part of me as
a teacher has a fear that I won’t adequately be able to cater for them in the classroom. The
workshop is so powerful because we’re able to see and hear from the perspective of
someone who experiences some form of disability. This makes it real and in many
ways alleviates some of the fears I feel.
While the majority of pre-service teachers, in the initial questionnaire, claimed to
have worked with various categories of SEN students at some time during their teach-
ing practice, few had much experience of meeting or relating to adults with intellectual
disabilities. It is, therefore, not surprising that for some of the pre-service teachers, there
was an initial sense of discomfort associated with meeting and working with the Fusion
Theatre members. By contrast, the Fusion Theatre team, having presented similar work-
shops previously, appeared relaxed and aware of their role in easing the participants
into the drama workshop. Following the workshop, the Fusion Theatre members
were interviewed and asked to reflect on their role as leaders in the workshop. One
explained that their workshop for the pre-service teachers was
To help them grow. To help them with their career and when they see other people, when
they come across other people with differences, to see them as not just different . . . but in a
10 J. Raphael and A.C. Allard
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positive way because when they teach they can forget, they think ‘I’ve got to do this report.
I’ve got to do this and that’, but we need to show them that they have to go ‘Hang on I’ve got
a student with a disability, I need to slow down and get good advice and good resources’.
Another explained that benefits seemed to flow both ways:
It is a win/win situation. I think there is a certain amount of ignorance in relation to dis-
ability and I think it opens your eyes to what people with disabilities are capable of . . .
Another thing for me is that it restores faith in the school system because [of] my experi-
ences at school, what happened to me and how my disability was treated. So it sort of
restores faith for me in doing what we are doing.
As leaders, they also saw that their role was to reassure the participants. As one
explained, ‘I try to use humour to break the ice and try to make them feel a bit more com-
fortable.’ The pre-service teachers’ comments reflect their awareness of this growing
ease:
I felt out of my comfort zone initially but more engaged as the workshop continued. That
some of my preconceptions around SEN students were challenged. I felt their ability to
self-reflect greater than I would have previously imagined.
I saw people with disabilities having fun, being in charge and enjoying life. I thought that
everyone here is having a good time and that half way through I did not think of them as
disabled but as a fellow participants doing drama.
These comments also indicate some shifts in attitudes as participation in the work-
shop presented challenges to preconceived ideas about people with disabilities:
A lot of the time it is seen as ‘us’ and ‘them’ and I feel that the workshop broke down
barriers and gave insight into students’ diverse needs.
It illustrated to me that learning about difference helps to break down false ideas about
people with disabilities with the hope of creating a friendlier social environment.
Such comments suggest that the workshop served to raise awareness among the par-
ticipants, and for some of them, it provided better understandings of the role teachers
can play in establishing positive and productive relationships with SEN students.
The Fusion Theatre members, such as the pre-service teachers, are adults who have
been through the education system, however, with widely varying experiences: one in
special educational settings, one in mainstream schools and three of them with experi-
ence of both educational settings at different stages of their education. They know about
disability because they live it every day and they have ideas about what has helped and
hindered them in their education. Positioning adults with disabilities as experts and
leaders allowed participants to gain an enhanced sense of them as positive and proactive
with important contributions to make. The challenge to the usual power relationship
provided a challenge to preconceptions and illuminated possibilities for teaching and
learning. The structure of the workshop aimed to assist the pre-service teachers to
view the Fusion Theatre members as active participants and leaders. The extent to
which this aim was met is indicated in the following comments:
I loved the people in the workshop. They all had a role and this allowed us to really get to
know them as people, as we should. It is sad that sometimes people feel that others with
disabilities should be separate from society. Today proved they have a lot to offer.
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Not only was I learning about the individuals behind the disabilities, they also taught me
about how someone with a disability might like to learn.
The intervention involved inclusive and practical drama activities
A dimension of the workshop that emerged as significant for many of the participants,
on the basis of their individual reflections and final questionnaires, was the actual focus
on using inclusive strategies. A number of participants commented on the authentic and
‘real’ nature of the experience because of the practical drama activities that were pre-
sented by and involved people with disabilities. Participation in the activities was
seen as socially inclusive. Some of the pre-service teachers specifically commented
on how the activities could transfer into their own teaching practices. For example,
I really enjoyed being a part of the activities; they were fun, engaging and social. It made
me interact with others, so I was included. I could use any of these in my own classroom.
In the final questionnaire, a number of them compared the learning experience of the
workshop with other modes of learning such as lecture and readings and commented
that the practical experience enhanced their learning and provided a level of under-
standing that they felt would not be gained as effectively through reading the literature.
I think we should do more hands on workshops like this because they give us practical
hands on experience rather than a notion of what to do according to the literature.
I am sure that I learnt more from that workshop than any reading I could do!
While some participants appreciated the need to engage with the literature in their
study of inclusive education, there was wide agreement on the value of the workshop to
provide, as one student suggested, ‘a context experience to accompany the theory’.
For many of the participants, the theory they had heard in class and read in the pre-
scribed readings came alive through their experiences in the workshop, with the
examples of drama activities and embedded personal narratives. As one student com-
mented, ‘I am so glad that people have stopped telling us what to do and started
showing us how!’
The intervention invited a collaborative response to developing competency
A specific aim of the research project was to consider whether a one-off intervention,
that is, an activity-based workshop, increased pre-service teachers’ sense of efficacy.
There was evidence in the data that this intervention did go some way towards motiv-
ating and encouraging the pre-service teachers to feel more able to teach SEN students
and create positive inclusive classrooms. As one participant stated, ‘It motivates you to
want to make a bigger difference for them’.
Other comments indicative of the change noted by some of the participants in their
own attitudes as well as their commitment to seek ongoing professional learning and
support for teaching inclusively included
In seeing these effects in now capable, confident and happy adults, I have understood the
importance of really putting effort into including disabled students, learning how to better
cater for their needs, and/or where to go, who to see when I can’t deal with the situations.
I feel a bit more aware of the issues that people with disabilities face in learning environ-
ments and am inspired to learn more about the strategies and techniques available to
address these issues and cater for all students.
12 J. Raphael and A.C. Allard
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Most of the participants believed that there was a shift in their own confidence
levels. Such self-reporting is, of course, no guarantee that they will be able to success-
fully teach inclusively. Nevertheless, if pre-service teachers feel more confident in
knowing how to approach students with disabilities and/or how to cater to differences,
they are more likely to take responsibility for the education of SEN students in main-
stream classrooms (Giangreco 1997). Rather than feeling positioned (and anxious) as
the teacher authority on classroom practices, many responses suggested that they
now perceived the need to involve their future students and parents in discussions
about what might work best to enhance learning. For example, one participant
commented
I was able to gain enormous perspective on how important it is as a teacher, to never
make assumptions about what my students may or may not be able to do. Rather,
today’s session has brought into sharp focus my need to be flexible, supportive, innova-
tive and smiling at all times, and to be willing and open to the idea of incorporating
more physical activities into my teaching with the aim of developing students’ self-
esteem!
While it was not possible, given the time limitations of the workshop, to present a
wide range of specific strategies and skills for teaching SEN students, most of the pre-
service teachers reported that they did gain some useful ideas for teaching through the
practices suggested and discussed, as well as the activities modelled. For example,
I think it emphasizes the importance of the little things as well as the big things. I saw
some good strategies to use in the class – even generally I look at the list of obstacles
and it all seems daunting but it is possible to overcome.
However, much is needed to be done in this regard with respect to a range of
secondary methods. As one participant noted,
It was good to be told that the activities could be used in the classroom but I’m a bit unsure
of how to use them in a secondary maths or Indonesian class.
The workshop opened up a range of issues and challenges in relation to teaching for
diversity and inclusive classrooms. Aware of the danger of leaving pre-service teachers
feeling overwhelmed by the challenges and thus eroding their sense of efficacy, the
workshop planners included elements that aimed to promote a sense of possibility.
Many of the student teachers’ comments following the workshop clearly suggested
that they held a positive but realistic outlook and a belief that they can be effective tea-
chers in inclusive classrooms.
I feel positive now about the avenues I can take to maximize the learning in my classroom
for all students and the way I can cater for every diverse need.
I felt as though I was empowered by being a part of the presentation as it made me feel as
though I could make a difference and EVERY comment has an effect.
Additionally, a number of participants noted that while they needed to know more
about how to be inclusive in their practices, they now had a better sense of where to find
resources and what was possible. This seemed to indicate an increased sense of
efficacy.
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Discussion
The analysis of the data suggests that an intervention of this kind can potentially
improve pre-service teachers’ sense of efficacy and commitment to inclusive teaching
practices, at least in the short term. On the basis of the participants’ responses, a work-
shop such as this can be a powerful intervention because it
. privileges the voices and stories of people with disabilities;
. positions people with disabilities as workshop experts and leaders;
. involves inclusive and practical drama activities to explore and deepen under-
standings of how it feels to be included or excluded;
. invites a collaborative response to developing pedagogical competencies to work
with SEN students.
The ‘intervention’ that aimed to enable pre-service teachers to develop not only
their awareness of but also some skills in teaching students with intellectual disabilities
came about because of a combination of timing and opportunity. Fusion Theatre is
unique in that the members are both willing and able to offer their own stories and
to share their drama skills with pre-service teachers. Without their involvement, there
would be no ‘intervention’. However, while it may not be easy to replicate in other con-
texts, there are things that we have learned from the experience that could be adapted in
other settings.
First and foremost, challenging the traditional position whereby people with SENs
are viewed as less able to function, less able to participate and never the experts of
their own lives can be done directly through providing voice and a place on the academic
curriculum. Involving and engaging those with SENs in conversations about their own
lives and their prior educational experiences can matter for a range of reasons as evi-
denced in the comments of pre-service teachers included here. Providing at least one
opportunity for them to listen and see people with SENs performing competently as
adults also seemed to enhance a growing sense of commitment on the part of many –
not all – participants to work productively with SEN students in future classrooms.
When pre-service teachers become regular classroom teachers, they become key
players in the successful implementation of inclusive education and are, therefore,
required to respond to new challenges through their skills and competencies. Much
of the work done in schools around inclusive education has focused on an ‘adaptive
approach’ (Westwood 1997, 2005; Victorian Department of Education and Training
2003) where teachers, working collaboratively with other relevant professionals,
modify the curriculum to suit the SENs of students. The emphasis, therefore, is on
what students with disabilities can do, not on what they cannot. This, however, pre-
sumes that teachers are able to engage with students with disabilities in ways that
allow them to see the possibilities for learning rather than the disabilities of the students.
In this intervention, many of the student teachers reported shifts in their own attitudes,
often because they were presented with the opportunity to meet, ask questions of and
engage as learners in the life stories of those who are too often categorised as in need
and are silenced. Learning experiences within the workshop that tapped into the pre-
service teachers’ affective and interpersonal domains were critical in enabling them
to recognise possibility and potential in people with disabilities. Developing respect
for the viewpoints and expertise of those with disabilities is an important first step
for truly inclusive practices as much of the literature suggests.
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Second, researching the intervention also ensured that we asked for and built in
opportunities for pre-service teachers to assess their own levels of confidence, acknowl-
edge their anxieties and reflect regularly on their own learning needs and developing
confidence (or lack of) in a teaching area that remains a concern for many pre-
service and in-service teachers. Defusing the anxiety by asking for their perspectives
on what helps them to learn and providing an opportunity for them to analyse their
growing understandings were strategies used for the research project that we have
now built into the ongoing work of the unit. Using self-assessment and reflections to
gain insight into pre-service teachers’ sense of efficacy in teaching SEN students
may be useful for other settings.
Asking the participants to reflect on their learning – in terms of both emotional and
intellectual responses – was, we believe, a critical stage in firming up their sense of
efficacy. Without the chance to put what they had learned down, to write through
their experiences and to share these with others, the workshop may not have been
deemed to be as successful. Reflecting on practice is part of developing the intellectual,
emotional and social resilience that pre-service teachers require for a sense of self-
efficacy and as a means to counteract the sense of being overwhelmed by the
demands of the job. Perhaps, the process of reflecting at various stages over the seme-
ster, including admitting their own fears of ‘the other’ before the workshop, will also
provide an ongoing model of how to approach, experience and reflect on themselves
as collaborative learners when they become full-time teachers.
Another key outcome from this intervention was the pre-service teachers’ engage-
ment with and appreciation of the practical activities that they were scaffolded through
in the workshop situation. These drama-based activities demanded kinaesthetic and aes-
thetic involvement and were designed to be inclusive and collaborative in nature, invol-
ving all participants working together – pre-service teachers, Fusion Theatre members
and academic staff members. What was also important was the opportunity for the pre-
service teachers to make the links between these activities and their own teaching reper-
toire of strategies. Some comments suggested that the use of drama activities was
helpful in developing better social relationships; however, as to how to differentiate
curricula to become more inclusive was not identified.
Following the pilot study, a number of changes have been introduced into the unit.
The workshop with Fusion Theatre is now video-recorded and this video is used in a
follow-up tutorial. The tutorial aims to further consider issues and ideas about inclusive
teaching, to optimise learning from the workshop activities and to further consider
actions and strategies that can be adapted by the soon-to-be graduate teachers as inclus-
ive approaches in their future teaching practices.
Conclusion
From an analysis of the written reflections, together with the pre- and post-workshop
questionnaires that the pre-service teachers completed, there is clear evidence that
most of them found the work with Fusion Theatre to be both positive and productive.
Not only did Fusion Theatre members’ stories of their own educational journeys help
the pre-service teachers to become aware of the powerful roles played by teachers in
the lives of SEN students, but many also took from the workshop a deeper commitment
to ensuring that in their own future classrooms, SEN students’ needs would be met. The
explicit drama activities modelled at the workshop providedmany of themwith practical
examples of sound teaching and learning. We argue that such an impact is significant.
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However, the extent to which this experience translates into actual changes in class-
room practice and behaviour is not known. That is, the pilot study only partially
answers one of the major questions: ‘Does a particular kind of intervention make a
difference?’ In the short term, the answer would be yes. As an awareness-raising and
potentially skill-developing process, the one-off workshop appears to be a meaningful
intervention.
The study was not structured as a longitudinal one that investigated the extent to
which the workshop continued to influence first- and second-year graduate teachers’
classroom work with their own SEN students. The study was not focussed on the affec-
tive capacities of the aesthetic and embodied arts-based learning experiences provided
by the Fusion Theatre workshop. These questions and others raised in the pilot study
are currently under investigation by Jo Raphael as part of her doctoral studies.
Nevertheless, on the basis of this pilot study, we argue that a particular intervention
such as that provided by Fusion Theatre can enhance pre-service teachers’ sense of effi-
cacy and significantly develop their commitment to teaching inclusively. We also
suggest that while ‘exposure’ to students with SENs is not sufficient in itself, engage-
ment that involves the ‘whole person’, not just a focus on the disability, can be a rich
and powerful learning experience for all.
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